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Executive Summary 
 

This proposed plan will guide visitor use and long-term sustainable management at the Hanging Lake 

Area with the goal of preserving this special place for future generations to use and enjoy. The planôs 

intent is to address the increasing level of visitor use and related resource issues with an adaptable, long-

term strategy to effectively protect the natural and historic resources, reduce congestion, and provide for 

public safety and quality recreation opportunities, all while achieving long-term financial sustainability 

and maintaining local tourism-related economic benefits.  

 

This planning effort represents a long collaborative effort that has involved numerous stakeholders, 

interested parties, and government agencies since 2012. Due to Hanging Lakeôs complicated interagency 

land ownership, unique legal authorities, safety issues, alternative transportation needs, and socio-

economic drivers, the Forest Service hired the U.S. Department of Transportationôs John A. Volpe 

National Transportation Systems Center (Volpe Center) in 2013 to assist in the facilitation and 

development of potential short-term, mid-term and long-term solutions. After four years of implementing 

short- and mid-term operational solutions, this plan represents the next step in the process: to arrive at a 

long-term solution that will sustain the Hanging Lake Areaôs natural resources and operations into the 

future. Several collaborative studies conducted by the Volpe Center have provided the Forest Service with 

the best available science and have served as the foundation for the proposed plan. The Volpe Centerôs 

research and site-specific studies that have been used to create the plan include information regarding 

Hanging Lakeôs physical and social capacity, alternative transportation methods, and operational 

feasibility studies.  

 

The Volpe Center studies have provided information regarding the number of people per day the site can 

sustain (capacity) while meeting all of the planôs objectives. The studies also have helped define feasible 

management goals, desired future conditions, and adaptive management actions that can be instituted 

based on conditions in the project area.  

 

Once this plan is brought through the NEPA process and finalized, the Forest Service will make decisions 

focused on foundational management actions that will inform additional implementation actions in the 

future.  

 

This plan highlights several key components that are foundational to the proposed management plan and 

will support feasible and long-term management actions. The first is to allocate and manage in accordance 

with the areaôs defined year-round daily capacity through a fee-based reservation or permit system. The 

second foundational decision is to utilize a third-party transportation provider (i.e., a mandatory shuttle) 

in order to allocate and manage to the areas daily capacity during the ñpeakò season. Peak Season is 

defined as May 1 through October 31. During the ñOff-Peakò season, November 1 through April 30, the 

area would be managed to its daily capacity through a fee-based reservation or permit system, and 

mandatory shuttles would not be required. The third decision is to utilize an adaptive management 

strategy that utilizes monitoring to ensure that the planôs objectives are obtained and the intent of the plan 

continues to be realized given future changes.  

 

While this plan will set management direction for Forest Service-managed lands, management actions by 

partners are integral to the long-term success of the area and will be formalized through cooperative 

agreements once this plan is finalized.  
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Once the plan is finalized, it will describe a suite of tools and methods that the Forest Service will have 

available to implement the management plan to meet the final management strategy which is defined by 

goals, objectives, and desired conditions. The Authorized Officer will consider implementation methods 

based on legal authorities, feasibility, technical logistics and Forest Service physical and financial 

capabilities. Once the plan is finalized, several approaches could be phased in, alone or in combination, to 

better manage capacity and a reservation system. These include: 

 

1. Utili ze Recreation.gov to issue reservations through the National Recreation Reservation 

Service. There is an administrative fee for this reservation system.  

  

2. Manage capacity through the Outfitter and Guide (O&G) program using the O&Gôs 

reservation system. 

 

3. Manage capacity through a third party alternative transportation providerôs reservation 

system.  

 

4. Manage capacity through a reservation system and allow for parking on site.  

 

5. Provide enhanced services and experience to the visitor through a Special Recreation Permit 

and fee under the Federal Lands Recreation Enhancement Act (FLREA). This would require 

following national and regional processes and would include a separate public participation 

process. This tool may be integrated into the above four options.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction   
 

The White River National Forest (WRNF) is proposing a ñHanging Lake Area Management Planò 

(hereafter referred to as óthe planô or plan) for the Hanging Lake Area. Hanging Lake, one of Coloradoôs 

iconic landscapes, has become one of Coloradoôs bucket-list hikes and destinations for visitors from all 

over the world. With approximately 150,000 visitors a year, this ñhigh useò area continues to see 

increasing natural resource and facility degradation, safety issues, and is impacting visitorsô experiences. 

The Hanging Lake Project Area consists of the parking area, Interstate 70 on- and off-ramps, a portion of 

the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) Recreation Path, Hanging Lake Trail #1850, the lake 

itself, Spouting Rock, and Dead Horse Creek. Hanging Lake is located off of Interstate 70, approximately 

10 miles east of Glenwood Springs, in Garfield County, Colorado.  

 

The project area includes mixed land ownership. Figure 1 (page 9) shows the scope of the collaborative 

management efforts with CDOT and Excel Energy that are needed to make the plan sustainable given the 

current jurisdictions. While this plan will  only set overall management direction for the USDA Forest 

Service (USFS), management actions by partners will be formalized through cooperative agreements once 

the plan is finalized.  

 

The desired future condition of the Hanging Lake Area is to protect and preserve the areaôs unique and 

fragile natural resources, improve visitor experiences and sustain the socio-economic benefits related to 

Hanging Lake. Goals and objectives will set management direction and allow the USFS and affected 

partners to manage to the desired conditions for the Hanging Lake Area.  

The overall goal of this proposed management plan is to create and implement a management system that 

is implementable, sustainable, and maintains the areaôs defined, desired conditions by meeting the 

following objectives:  

I. Protect natural resources  

II.  Manage congestion  

III.  Enhance public safety 

IV.  Improve visitor experience 

V. Support local tourism 

These objectives frame the areaôs desired future conditions. The plan will utilize an adaptive management 

strategy to ensure the overall intent of the plan is achieved. Chapters 3 and 4 will elaborate on the specific 

desired conditions and describe the associated adaptive management actions.  

This project-level management plan is in conformance with the 2002 White River National Forest, Land 

and Resource Management Plan, and will not result in a revision. This proposed management plan will be 

analyzed under an Environmental Assessment in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act 

(NEPA) and 36 CFR 218, 219 subparts A and B. 
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Background  

Situated between the resort communities of Vail and Glenwood Springs, and in close proximity to Aspen 

and other popular tourist destinations, Hanging Lake has become one of Coloradoôs iconic places and a 

bucket-list hike and place to see. Hanging Lake is the result of an active travertine-depositing system that 

has resulted in the formation of beautiful aquaïblue waterfalls and a natural lake that was formed by a 

geologic fault, which caused the lake bed to drop away from the valley floor above. 

 

The trail is accessed via the Glenwood Canyon Recreation Path, with most visitors parking at the 

Colorado Department of Transportationôs (CDOT) Hanging Lake Rest Area off of exit 125 from 

Interstate 70 (I-70) and walking 0.2 miles to the trailhead. Visitors can also access the trailhead by 

walking or bicycling from other areas within Glenwood Canyon. The hike to the lake is strenuous, 

gaining over 1,000 feet in 1.2 miles.  

In 1912, the town of Glenwood Springs purchased 760 acres of land (including the lake) for $953. By the 

mid-1940s the trail became a hot spot for travelers and tourists. Since the trail was built to Hanging Lake 

and improved by the Civilian Conservation Corp in 1938, it has been a popular tourist destination. With 

the construction of I-70, increasing numbers of visitors have been able to visit the iconic lake. The lakeôs 

uniqueness, its popularity, and its economic importance was recognized during the planning and 

construction of the world-famous interstate (I-70) through Glenwood Canyon during the 1980s. During 

that planning process, the parking lot was designed and constructed to provide access to the lake with 

capacity for 110 vehicles.  

Figure 1. Vicinity Map Hanging Lake 
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Hanging Lakeôs beauty draws visitors year-round, but particularly in the warmer months. In 2012 the 

USFS installed trail counters which showed annual visitation on the trail at 78,118. By 2016 visitation 

numbers had almost doubled and steadily increases each year with the number of visitors now close to 

150,000 a year (Table 1), making it one of the busiest trails on the White River National Forest. Visitation 

peaks during the summer season (June-August), with Saturdays averaging 1,000 visitors per day and 

weekdays averaging 765 visitors a day in 2016 (Table 2). Fall, winter and spring visitation is also steadily 

increasing as people come later or earlier in the year to avoid the crowds. Trail counter data from 2016 

shows an average of 545 visitors per day during the fall (September-November) (Table 3).  

 

 

  2014 2015 2016 

Days with data 335 364 350 

ADT 273 364 416 

Estimated Annual Traffic  99,632 132,689 147,578 

 

 

 

Day of the Week Winter  Spring Summer Fall Annual 

Monday 22 234 732 475 375 

Tuesday 58 154 714 307 312 

Wednesday 29 114 716 353 326 

Thursday 38 159 798 390 356 

Friday  37 227 867 605 438 

Saturday 68 317 1013 923 574 

Sunday 37 326 888 794 520 

Weekly Average 41 219 819 545 416 

 

 

Season* 2014 ADT 2015 ADT 2016 ADT 

Fall 283 523 545 

Winter  23 61 41 

Spring 168 339 219 

Summer 575 780 819 

Annual Average 273 364 416 

 

 

*Fall = Sept. to Nov.; Winter = Dec.to Feb.; Spring = Mar.to May; Summer = June to Aug. 

 

Table 1. Average daily traffic (ADT)  at Hanging Lake trailhead (Source: TRAFx accessed April 2016) 

Table 2. Hanging Lake trailhead average daily traffic by season in 2016 

 

Table 3. Average daily pedestrian traffic (ADT)  at trailhead by season (Source: TRAFx accessed April 2017) 
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Figure 2. Hanging Lake Trailhead Monthly Traffic Averages

 

 

Other federal and state agencies have identified Hanging Lakeôs natural resources as unique, sensitive, 

and deserving protection. In 2000, Colorado Natural Heritage Program (CNHP, 2001) evaluated and 

identified Hanging Lake as a potential conservation area, as it supports one of the best examples of a 

hanging garden plant community and is one of the largest least-altered travertine systems in the Southern 

Rocky Mountain Province. In two CNHP subsequent reports (CNHP, 2002, 2010) two threats at Hanging 

Lake were identified: recreation and non-native species. In 2003, CNHP further identified several 

important natural values that should be protected and rated the elements in terms of biodiversity 

significance, imperilment, protection, and management urgency. In 2011, the Hanging Lake area was 

designated as a National Natural Landmark by the Department of Interior (DOI), National Park Service 

(NPS) due to these values. 

As part of this collaborative and comprehensive long-term planning process the Volpe Center completed 

four studies that have helped to inform the proposed plan. For more detailed information about Volpe 

Centerôs Hanging Lake planning, see Appendix 1-3 or: https://www.volpe.dot.gov/transportation-

planning/public-lands/white-river-national-forest-hanging-lake-recreation-site. In addition to the studies 

above NPS prepared a vegetation assessment as part of this planning effort (NPS, 2015). These studies, 

along with other assessments (NPS, 2011) and public and stakeholder input were used in the development 

of feasible short-, mid- and long-term solutions. For more information see Chapter 2.  

The Hanging Lake project area consists of a mix of land ownership patterns and related legal authorities 

with lands owned by the USFS, CDOT, and Xcel Energy. The CDOT rest area was designated a ñsafety 

rest areaò as mitigation in the I-70 construction project Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) in the 

1980s. As part of the current planning process, discussions and parallel planning processes are underway 

with CDOT and Federal Highways regarding removing the ñsafety rest areaò designation in order to allow 

for less complicated management and more consistent access to the site. Each agency with land 

ownership interests has or is in the process of easements, permits or agreements for the other to occupy 

their lands.  
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Figure 3. Land Ownership and Project Area Map 




